Hidden Hunger in Hoboken

The U.S. Mayoral report reports an upsurge of hunger across our nation.   This is due to welfare reform, the downturn in the economy and spiraling housing costs.  Even full-time low wage labor can not buy basic necessities.  All food pantries in all U.S. cities report shortages of food due to increased need.  Many report that families and individuals turning to food pantries need more extensive food packages for longer duration.  Our food pantry here in Hoboken founded in 1981 by the Hoboken Clergy Coalition has experienced the same crisis and trend.  The food pantry is not a supplemental food distribution to eligible poor but is an emergency response to evaluated, verifiable, documented emergency situations.  Families with children, the elderly and the disabled turn to the pantry when their food supply is dangerously low.  Emergency requests has quadrupled over the last two years from 60 a month (disallowing a monthly request from the same household) to well over 200 a month.  Extended emergency situations are making it impossible to discourage occasional use.  
WHO are the hungry in Hoboken?

Single mothers with children, and other family groupings (two and three generations double together – these families may have disabilities and extenuating medical problems).  Mothers with very young children or children with disabilities still allowed on welfare.  other poor may be low wage and part time workers without medical benefits, sick time, and any workers whose hours are irregular, uncertain, or subject to layoff.  Those on unemployment and whose unemployment has run out completely and have not been able to find work.  Some mothers with dependent children were receiving welfare benefits and have reached the five-year limit.  Those with fixed income disability from social security.  There are also grandmothers who become the primary caregiver or their grandchildren due to the abandonment or neglect of the children by parent.  The sick elderly whose over –the-counter medical needs are not covered by Medicaid/Medicare or whose co-pay for medicine and care is substantial.
WHAT kind of hunger is it?

Hidden hunger is not as severe as in other countries where malnutrition leads to visible outward signs.  Here hunger is sporadic, temporary and cyclic.  It is experienced as radical fluctuations in a household’s food supply or such an inadequate amount of money or food stamps that nutrition is comprised over time.  Those with diabetes and heart problems can not afford right foods.  Hidden hunger is characterized by a diet primarily in starches to stay full.  a working definition of hunger for emergency need determination is WHEN A HOUSEHOLD IS MISSING TO MAKE ANY SUBSTANTIAL NUTRITIOUS COMPELTE MEAL FOR FOUR OR MORE CONSECUTIVE DAYS.    The majority of the poor experience these periods NOT OCCASIONALLY but often – it is part of their lives.
WHERE are Hoboken’s poor and hungry?

Specifically they live in the government federally funded housing projects west of Jackson St. between 6th and 2nd St.  They live in Applied housing buildings.  These are groups of houses in tenement rows through the city.  They are well maintained and are indistinguishable from more affluent rental units.  There are senior citizen buildings throughout Hoboken.  The poorer individuals tend to be concentrated in but not limited to 221 Jackson and 220 Adams St.  Residents renting rooms at the YMCA who are on fixed disability – Some families have been displaced from Hoboken and live in welfare hotels on Rout 1&9.  These children are bused to Hoboken schools;  in fact, the majority of Hoboken’s school children live below the poverty line.  There are 1579 that qualify for free or reduced lunch. 
WHEN does deprivation strike?

For those on regular fixed government aid programs it occurs 7-10 days before the end of the month.  All such aid is insufficient and disallows earning any money to supplement it.
For those with irregular or wage earned incomes it can occur when coats, and boots or shoes are needed for growing children, a medical emergency occurs that has no coverage, or any sudden change in income. For those with regular low wage employment a shortfall in food will occur after the first of the month when the majority of a paycheck must cover the rent.
WHY?
All possible household income sources are insufficient to ongoing needs.  Family composition doesn’t include enough stable wage earners:  they are either minors or disabled – some are unable to find work or may have educational and employment impediments (such as addiction, criminal backgrounds, mental illness, emotional problems etc.)  These persons either remain in the household destabilizing it or leave and enter the homeless population.
A QUICK MATH LOOK

Stable income amounts

Social Security Disability is $584 a month rent  subsidized building is $194 – leaving less than $100 a week for all other needs. Those in unsubsidized housing taking all or 90% of income can receive $116 per month in food stamps 
Welfare TANF Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.  This is a monthly grant that is uniform depending on number of children.  This flat amount has not changed in 18 years.  A mother of 1 receives $322; a mother with 2 receives $424 and a mother of 4 $488 (it increases by $60 a month for larger families.)  This rate will not increase if additional children are born once on welfare the first time.  This is called the family Cap.  This means even if a family size increase the entrance amount remains the same.  Rent in a non-subsidized setting is out of the question – Rent in government housing or Section 8 subsidized housing is one-third the income.  This leaves less than $80 a week for all other needs.  Food Stamps can be applied for – They allot $70 a person a month on average families receive $200-$300 a month.  

Stable low wage employment

Very few persons qualify for full time jobs earning more than $7/hr.  (If they did, the emergency food need would diminish almost completely during the employed period.)  Before taxes this wage nets $280/wk assuming a low withholding of 10% or less, this household nets $1000/month.  Unless rent is over 60% of gross income they are not eligible for food stamps.  Food Stamp cut off is at $700/month gross income – the full time wage earner exceeds this.  After a subsidized rent of $330 is paid the household will have a $167 per week to food shop and take care of all the family’s needs.  Most jobs do not have medical benefits either and medically needy programs do not cover adults.  So any medical need triggers a crisis. 
Most poor however have part time and unstable employment – welfare benefits, and food stamps programs, even unemployment benefits do not kick in immediately to cover the gaps.  What kind of jobs and workers are seen in the food pantry for shortfall and crisis:  Homemakers, school lunch aides, classroom aides, crossing guards, maid services and cleaning services, hotel maids, retail and supermarket cashiers, street sweepers.

You see them all over our city.  You now also know where they live.  They are your neighbors and the specter of hunger follows them through their daily lives.
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